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[image: A man with a camera around his neck and a full backpack stands by a railing, with water and high-rise buildings in the background.]
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SOUTH LONDON

APRIL 2015
DAY 001–002 | 00000–00040KM | 40KM


The journey starts on my knees under the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, not in prayer exactly but in adjusting the tripod to be as close to the ground as possible. The space below the dome is so vast I can only capture its enormity by using a 14mm lens and splaying the tripod legs out so wide that the back of the camera rests just above the compass design on the floor. It ends up standing at the very centre of the transept crossing, circling which is written architect Christopher Wren’s laconic epitaph: If you would seek his monument, look around you.

Two weeks ago, I decided I would try to walk and photograph the coastline of mainland Britain. Having picked London to start and end the walk, I debated where exactly to begin. Tower Bridge is the closest overwater pedestrian crossing on the Thames to the sea. Still, I wanted to start further into the heart of London, somewhere that represents the capital’s spirit, history and culture. Where better than St Paul’s Cathedral, an architectural marvel and miraculous survivor of the Blitz? Once, the dome was even the tallest building in London and could be seen throughout the entire city. So I wrote to the cathedral authorities explaining that I wanted to start my walk under the dome and asked if I could gain access to the building when it wasn’t in use.

Once the photo is taken, I descend the cathedral steps to cross the Millennium Bridge towards Tate Modern, blending in with dozens of other camera-wielding, backpack-wearing travellers, who are far outnumbered by the faster-walking Londoners going about their business. I walk for a few hours along the Thames towards Greenwich Naval College, and dutifully queue to place my left foot in the Western Hemisphere and my right in the Eastern at the prime meridian, the starting point for measuring distance both east and west around Earth and the centre of world time. It’s a lingering echo of the British Empire’s reach that the prime meridian has been in Greenwich since the nineteenth century, and when I discover it was once located in St Paul’s, I realise that the decision to start my journey there may not have been so original after all.

I leave and head east. Soon, the curated South Bank of London gives way to remnants of derelict industry, which in turn are replaced by housing developments. Between Greenwich and Woolwich, much of the path is a viewless corridor winding its way through building sites with occasional property adverts depicting preternaturally attractive and carefree couples drinking champagne in their riverside apartments.

By the second day of walking, it feels like I’m in a different London altogether – one that’s about utility and not appearances. The riverside east of Thamesmead is almost entirely infrastructural and accentuated by the hum of machinery, the clang of steel and the occasional siren. Despite being within Greater London, I am the only one walking here on the concrete flood defences that double as a path. As I look out across the water, I spot the gigantic steel guillotine of the Barking Creek tidal barrier and the scrap and container yards in Dagenham; close to hand are Crossness Pumping Station, London bus depots and Tesco distribution centres. By a waste energy plant, scraps of plastic bags caught on razor-wire fences flutter in the wind haphazardly.

Ahead, the Dartford Crossing spans the Thames like the gateway into Kent. London was my home for ten years, so it is thrilling and surprising to learn I can walk away from it entirely in just two days.

[image: A dome ceiling contains concentric circles of ornate patterns. Arched segments with windows surround the dome.]

St Paul’s Cathedral, interior of the dome showing James Thornhill’s 1714–17 painting depicting eight scenes from the life of St Paul while continuing an illusion of the real architectural features



[image: A collage features a ship docked by a river, a spiral staircase, bridge beams, cranes, cracked mud and tall buildings behind trees.]

Clockwise from top left:

The Cheesegrater, St Paul’s Shadwell and the Gherkin from Rotherhithe

The Cutty Sark, one of the last tea clippers and one of the fastest, floating on a 2012 structure by Grimshaw Architects

The Tulip Stairs, the first geometric self-supporting spiral staircase in Britain. Designed by Inigo Jones in 1635 for the Queen’s House, Greenwich

Slice of Reality, a sculpture sitting in the tidal Thames by Richard Wilson, 2000

Adrift trolley, River Thames, Greenwich

Three of the twelve 100-metre-high support towers of the O2 Arena, formerly the Millennium Dome, by Richard Rogers Architects. There is one for each month of the year, or each hour of the clock face, representing the role played by Greenwich Mean Time



[image: A spiral ramp and cylindrical concrete structures dominate the view. Smaller frames show an industrial chimney and rows of roof tiles.]

From top left:

Crossness Sewage Treatment Works, serving 2 million Londoners

Riverside Resource Recovery facility in Belvedere, London. A waste-to-energy plant

Crossness Pumping Station, designed by engineer Joseph Bazalgette and architect Charles Henry Driver in 1865
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KENT

MAY–JUNE 2015
DAY 003–014 | 00040–00361KM | 321KM


London fades into Kent as I meander across the Isle of Grain, an other-worldly marshland of big skies, gas storage depots and obscure military installations where the Thames Estuary fans out to the open sea. Apart from a pair of shire horses, once again, I am the only one walking here, in these flat marshes, and it’s easy to get lost in my thoughts when there’s only the distant clunking activity of London Gateway port for company. As I’m trying to pick a route through the grid of drainage ditches at Cliffe Marshes, I notice ‘The Saxon Shore Way’ marked on the map running far inland, showing where the Kent coastline used to sit before the effects of uplift and sedimentation. Seeing the movement of container ships up the Thames reminds me that Kent has always been a place of arrivals and departures and was one of the first regions to be settled by Germanic tribes following the withdrawal of the Romans.

I wait patiently for the tide to fall to explore ‘No. 1 The Thames’, a Martello tower that guarded the mouth of the River Medway and the vital dockyards at Chatham in Napoleonic times. To reach the sturdy round structure on foot is a journey in itself and I squelch through the muddy causeway at shallow tide where access is via a dilapidated ladder tied wonkily to a rusty piece of steel. The vaulted interior has an intact shell-lifting device and enormous gun mountings with metal stairs leading to the observation tower added in the Second World War. I hurry back to shore before the tide rises and cuts me off, feeling a sense of awe at the history and wonder of this place. The next day I reach the Swale, the river that separates the mainland from the Isle of Sheppey, where the mudflats start to show some brown. It’s a riot of colour after all the grey mud of the Medway. Whitstable appears on the horizon like a proper seaside town and the gateway to the sea after the ambiguities of the Thames Estuary. Further along, Faversham is also alluring, with perfectly proportioned white-painted clapperboard and handsome brick houses. A winding creek leads me to a hawthorn tree by the sea wall that overlooks the Isle of Sheppey, where I pull out my Jetboil to make a brew and eat a Chelsea bun fresh from the bakery at Faversham.

It takes three days of walking for me to reach the brilliant-white chalk cliffs by the English Channel, where a slight drop in the terrain suddenly reveals the Port of Dover far below. From above, I marvel at the perpetual stream of cars and trucks heading to and fro, lining up in allocated rows until the ferry arrives before the process repeats. There seems to be so much that could go wrong with the constant flow of people and goods, but they work in harmony. Even up on the clifftops, I can hear tannoy announcements blaring in French and English: ‘Unattended luggage will be removed.’ A few minutes later, I pass the sinister-looking Immigration Removal Centre. I suppose everything isn’t so harmonious after all.

It’s cloudless up above as I follow the chalk drama of Shakespeare Cliff and the high-level coast path to the Battle of Britain Memorial, where a statue of a lone pilot stares up to the heavens. Behind the statue is inscribed: Behind each name a story lies / Of bravery in summer skies.

Two days later, a desolate 10-kilometre detour around the mangled wrecks of military vehicles at Lydd Ranges gives way to the uplifting expanse of Camber Sands sparkling in the sun at low tide. The beach is busy. Most are wearing bikinis or surf shorts. Reggae plays. ‘Sun must be good for business?’ I ask in a cafe. ‘It’s the only time we get any, to be honest, mate.’

[image: Two massive bridge columns stand beside each other. A tall chimney is seen in the background across a stretch of water.]

Below the Dartford Crossing with Tilbury Power Station (demolished 2016–19)



[image: A grid of nine scenes includes industrial chimneys, horses grazing, a house, vineyards, bridge structure, apartments, riverbanks, port cranes and a dilapidated building.]

From top left:

Procter & Gamble soap-making works, Thurrock

A horse of a different colour: by the Thames, Hoo Peninsula

The first house I passed in Kent

From centre left:

The Clarendon Royal Hotel garden, and Tilbury Power Station (demolished 2016–19)

Thames Grid Crossing, tallest pylon in the UK at 190 metres. The Kent tower frames the Essex tower, Swanscombe

Neighbourhood Watch: New Tavern Fort, Gravesend

From bottom left:

Liquefied natural gas plant, Isle of Grain

Cliffe explosives works, Hoo Peninsula, with London Gateway Port

Grain Tower Battery, built to protect the important dockyards at Sheerness and Chatham in 1855 due to a perceived French naval threat during a period of tension in the 1850s. In the First World War the tower found an additional purpose as one end of a boom defence stretching across the Medway to Sheerness. The massive iron chain from the boom is still present, wrapped around the base of the tower. In the Second World War, more changes were made, including the directing tower and barracks block at the rear



[image: Two smaller frames show machinery and ropes. The main frame depicts a high arched roof with beams and skylights.]

From top left:

Rope strands prior to twisting, the Ropewalk, the Historic Dockyard Chatham

Samples in the Ropewalk, the Victorian ropery where rope has been made at Chatham Dockyard for over 400 years, rigging vessels that include Nelson’s Victory

No. 3 slip, the Historic Dockyard Chatham. One of Europe’s widest span structures when constructed in 1838



[image: Three separate scenes include a boat on water, an underside view of a bridge and a building with a large downward-pointing arrow.]

From top left:

One way to make a houseboat: Swale

Kingsferry Bridge, which connects the Isle of Sheppey to mainland Kent

Dreamland, Margate



[image: A collage of seven frames features a vast seascape, interior of a modern hall with people, a beach, floral houses, timber-framed buildings and coastal cliffs.]

Clockwise from top left:

Walpole Bay Tidal Pool, Margate

We Will See How Everything Reverberates, a sculpture by Carlos Amorales, 2012. Turner Contemporary, Margate

An open book (with Red Sands Sea Forts), Whitstable

White Ness chalk arch at Kingsgate Bay

Brick sandwich: Sandwich

Pinks, Whitstable



[image: Four frames depict port activity, a ferry in the sea, a directional sign for a heritage site and buildings at the base of cliffs.]

From top left:

Trucks waiting to leave the Port of Dover

Like ships that pass: Calais–Dover ferries Pride of Kent and Rodin

From bottom left:

Dover Immigration Removal Centre, located in the historic citadel of the Western Heights fortifications in Dover (closed in 2015)

White cliffs below Dover Castle



[image: A vertical collage contains six scenes including a large concrete circle, an embankment with steps, pipes on a building, a butterfly sculpture, a small house and a beach with tide lines.]

From top left:

Abbot’s Cliff acoustic mirror, between Folkestone and Dover, a precursor to radar that was used as a listening device for detecting Zeppelins and planes in the First World War

Channel Tunnel ventilation facility on Samphire Hoe, an area of land created by using 4.9 million cubic metres of chalk marl from the Channel Tunnel excavations, Dover

From centre left:

Reactor building, Dungeness. A nuclear power station that ceased generation in 2006

Shipping marker, Dungeness. Prior to GPS, fishing-boat crews would align this structure with a similar T-shaped one further along the shore to get their bearings

From bottom left:

Prospect Cottage, Derek Jarman’s house, Dungeness

Camber Sands, Sussex
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SUSSEX

AUGUST 2015
DAY 015–022 | 00361–00580KM | 219KM


Arriving in Rye on a sunny summer’s day comes with a health warning for the family walking along the medieval cobbled streets next to me. ‘Mum, stay off the vodkas this time – remember when we went to Birmingham and booked that nice Italian restaurant, and you were too pissed to go?’ The whole family laughs. I’m waiting patiently for a good shot of the timber-framed Mermaid Pub in front of which a man is photographing his wife, charmed by its having been a sailors’ haunt when Rye was once an important trading port before the retreating sea left the town high and dry. The winding streets here are steeped in history, and once I’ve had my fill of antique shops, I leave the port without a sea to follow a silted-up channel back to the coast, excited to be heading west along the foot of England.

The next day in Hastings, I am making my way between the extraordinary tall, thin wooden sheds known as net shops when I hear screeches along the shore as stout fishing boats, each surrounded by a cloud of gulls, are winched very slowly up the inclining shingle by a steel cable on greased timbers that are pulled from the stern and replaced at the bow by yellow-clad fishermen. As I walk along the seafront, I see preparations are afoot in a nearby car park for an anachronistic beauty parade: a dozen girls in salmon-pink dresses sashed with ‘DOVER’ curtsy before a portly man with a large camera.

That evening, Eastbourne glides into view, its pier given a rosy halo by the setting sun. At the B&B, everything aches, and I’m in bed as soon as the camera batteries are charging. From the promenade early the next morning, I spot two swimmers far out at sea, steadily crawling towards the towering white cliffs of Beachy Head. Within half an hour, I’m following the cliff edge above a sheer 150-metre drop to the wave-washed rocks beneath. The rolling grass, lack of fences and shimmering ultramarine sea so far below make me feel free, weightless, like I’m flying above the ocean. Perhaps because of this illusion, tragedy punctuates the landscape in the form of a Samaritans sign a few metres back from the edge, a last attempt to remind potential jumpers that somebody out there will listen. Later, I discover that more people choose to end their lives here at Beachy Head than anywhere else in the UK.

On my fourth day in Sussex, I realise I’m getting close to Brighton when I walk on to a naturist beach by accident. Soon, I see Brighton Pier etched against the overcast sky, and the sea mist makes my hands and camera sticky. Next morning, homeless people cohabit on the park benches with displaced revellers. The seagulls squawk above the brightly painted, padlocked and shuttered shops, and everyone I pass who is not horizontal carries an object telegraphing their originality: a guitar, a zigzag poncho, a neck tattoo, a longboard or a long beard.

Later, in Littlehampton, the rain falls so relentlessly that the geese stand with their bills tucked under their wings. Walking along the sand strip at the waves’ edge, I am happy in this milky void. Sky, land and sea – everything is water.

With the downpour, it’s tough-going for the next four days, and at Medmerry I seek shelter in a dilapidated marsh barn of flint and brick. I ignore the No Entry sign in order to get out of the deluge and make a brew. Munching my provisions while sitting on a sack of seed in an ancient grain barn makes me sense a connection to the foot travellers of the past. Buying a data bolt-on for my iPhone to keep in touch with the rest of the world, less so. I drink my tea as the rain sloughs off the barn roof through the fingers of the burnt-out door.

[image: A solitary rectangular house with a pitched roof stands on a pebbled surface. Low vegetation surrounds the structure beneath a clear sky.]

Beach hut with red roof, Rye Harbour



[image: A collage includes a sandy shore with a small structure, close-ups of wood textures, groynes, rooftops, a man facing a boat marked ‘R X 58’ and fishermen unloading crates.]

Clockwise from top left:

Mary Stanford Lifeboat House, Winchelsea Beach. On 15 November 1928, while attempting a rescue in gale-force winds, the whole of the seventeen-man crew of the Mary Stanford lifeboat were drowned, practically the entire male fishing population of the village of Rye Harbour

Line of fire: Rye Harbour pillbox

Broken breakwater, Cliff End

Fishing boats, The Stade, Hastings

RX58 having her hull varnished, The Stade, Hastings

Net shops, Hastings. Tall black wooden huts which were built to provide a weatherproof store for fishing gear



[image: A person in a cone hat sits in a cart, a large residential building stands near a bench and two elderly people relax in chairs near the sea beside a bin.]

From top left:

Belt and braces: Bexhill-on-Sea

Wallington Towers, Bexhill-on-Sea

Just the three of us: Bexhill-on-Sea



[image: A beach features deckchairs and a windbreak. A lighthouse and a cross stand on a grassy area, while a wide view captures cliffs along the sea.]

From top left:

Marking territory: Bexhill-on-Sea

Jumpers’ memorial, Beachy Head. About twenty-three people die each year by jumping from the cliffs. In 2010, it was the third most common suicide spot in the world

Cuckmere Haven and the Seven Sisters from Seaford Head



[image: Scenes include people flying kites, a structure on stilts over water, a circular entrance with wall art, a staircase, an ice cream cone and a pier.]

Clockwise from top left:

Drinks on the shore, Ferring

West Pier, Brighton. The pier closed to the public in 1975 and deteriorated over time. Major sections fell into the sea during storms in late 2002, and two separate fires, both thought to be arson, in March and May 2003 destroyed most of the remaining structure

Larry Lobster, Brighton

‘99’, Brighton

Helter-skelter, Brighton Palace Pier

Above the beach huts, Rottingdean





[image: A group of coastal scenes shows a curved sculpture, a seaside pier, a marina with boats, storm clouds, a crane at work and a row of beach huts.]

Clockwise from top left:

East Beach Cafe, Littlehampton, designed by Thomas Heatherwick in 2007

RNLI Selsey Lifeboat Station Boat House (demolished 2017)

Birdham Pool Marina, Chichester

Splash Waterworld, Butlins, Bognor Regis Holiday Park

Beach huts, Middleton-on-Sea

Medmerry Nature Reserve, Ham



[image: A wide field stretches toward a church spire in the distance. Smaller frames show metal posts emerging from stones and a house window with curtains.]

From top left:

Chichester Cathedral catches the light

Gravestones, Bosham

Nautical window, Bosham
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HAMPSHIRE

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER 2015
DAY 023–029 | 00580–00779KM | 199KM


‘Tiller away from you’, ‘No, tiller away from you’, ‘… and go about’, ‘Yes, that’s it, well done, Henry.’ On a radiant September morning, a gentle breeze blows as children learn to dinghy sail at Emsworth. I catch snippets of conversation as I walk towards the Solent along the edge of the sheltered natural estuary that makes up Langstone Harbour. ‘You been to this messy play thing at Horndean?’ ‘No, but I’ve been to Custard Club, and she loves it.’ It’s the perfect day to be outside and ideal conditions to cover the miles.

Near Fort Cumberland, a group of women wearing hijabs invert gender norms by fishing off the pier while black-leather-jacketed young men lean on their cars with the doors open. They listen to Arabic pop music as families picnic on the shingle opposite Hayling Island. I round the headland towards Portsmouth to be faced with the Isle of Wight very close and a busy seaway of ferries, massive container ships and a warship, all in motion. Tiny yachts dance around among the Goliaths. From here, it’s easy to see how Hampshire, midway along the south coast, is blessed with protected and defendable waters that attracted trade and wealth in the age of sail.

On awakening in a B&B in Portsmouth, I hear trains rumbling into the harbour station, ships’ horns sounding, and the pssst of coach doors opening. They’re all noises of a dynamic coastal city coming to life. Once I’ve shouldered my bag, I gravitate to Spinnaker Tower, the city’s landmark observation centre, whose sail shape evokes the place’s nautical DNA. I arrive to see it undergoing a transformation, with abseilers hard at work skilfully painting the exterior gold and blue as part of an Emirates sponsorship deal. From the viewing platform, I can see the impressive scale of the historic dockyard and the vast natural harbour opening out from a narrow entrance. I realise how unassailable this harbour must have been before air power – protected both by the Isle of Wight and water on all sides. Back at ground level, I trace the public edge of the vast naval base, past numerous checkpoints of armed men clad in fluorescent jackets and peaked caps.

Over the next two days, I follow Southampton Water in a giant hairpin route, passing through Gosport, Southampton and Hythe before entering the New Forest beyond Fawley. By the second afternoon I’m well within the forest where the wild ponies of Beaulieu Heath seem to have the happiest expressions. I can’t help but smile back in return. With the combination of roaming ponies and open heathland, this could be Exmoor if not for the nearby refinery chimney flaring.

As I’m approaching Beaulieu village, I try to glimpse the large manor house but can only make out a forest of elegant chimneys over the top of the encircling wall. At the shop, I enquire if the big house I’ve just seen is where the estate is run from. ‘Oh, you can’t go there; that’s where Lord Montagu lives … though he died two months ago, now it’s his son.’ Soon, I pass the Montagu Arms, where a truck is emblazoned with the Montagu crest, before I open a gate into woodland carved with the same three red diamonds. It all feels a little feudal; the ultra-managed environment has the air of an elite public school. I’m reminded of Paul Theroux’s observation in The Kingdom by the Sea that ‘quaint places in England looked both pretty and inhospitable’.

On my last evening in Hampshire, I lie under a browning chestnut tree on a dry bed of fallen leaves, which feel good against my bare feet – I could easily fall asleep, but the sun has already set, and I have many miles to go. Back on the trail under the darkening sky, I lose sight first of the silhouette of the Needles on the Isle of Wight, then the horizon itself.

[image: Masts, ropes and rigging form a dense pattern in front of the sky. A person stands on deck near a ladder-like structure.]

Rigging, Gunwharf Quays, Portsmouth



[image: A large cargo ship sails on the sea. Other views include a statue, a person by a monument, architectural elements, a ferry pier and three waving flags.]

Clockwise from top left:

Container ship in the Solent from Gilkicker Point

Spinnaker Tower with a ship’s figurehead of John Churchill, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, one of England’s greatest generals, who led British armies to important victories over Louis XIV of France, notably at Blenheim in 1704

By Fort Cumberland, Portsmouth

The Yomper, by sculptor Philip Jackson, Royal Marines Museum, Portsmouth. It is modelled on a photograph of Corporal Peter Robinson yomping to Sapper Hill during the Falklands War of 1982

HMS Warrior, upper deck, Portsmouth Naval Base

Emirates Spinnaker Tower painting, Portsmouth



[image: Hanging pub signs and stacked canoes are followed by a building with a circular tower. People sit outside the adjacent pub facing the water.]

From top left:

Fire buckets on HMS Victory’s quarterdeck on which Lord Nelson was shot by musket fire in 1805, Portsmouth Naval Base

Drystack boat storage, Portsmouth

Royal Oak and Mill, Langstone



[image: A tall sculpture shaped like a ship’s bow stands on a plinth. Smaller frames show a rounded concrete structure and a pebble-covered memorial with items placed on it.]

From top left:

Bow of HMS Alliance, Britain’s last surviving Second World War-era submarine, Royal Navy Submarine Museum, Gosport

Browndown Range, outfall

Lost and found: Hill Head



[image: A collage features marshland, industrial skylines, a concrete fort, rippling water under beams, a modern building, bins, a container ship and a rocky shore.]

Clockwise from top left:

Ashlett Mill, a water-powered corn mill, Fawley

Calshot Castle, an artillery fort constructed by Henry VIII between 1539 and 1540 to defend the sea passage to Southampton

Fawley Power Station, featured in Star Wars and Mission Impossible films (demolished 2019–23)

Turbine Hall, Fawley Power Station

Tanker, Fawley oil refinery

Fawley oil refinery from Hook Park





[image: Four views include marshes meeting the sea, dark wooden structures near water, boats docked at a quiet pier and a patterned planting field.]

From top left:

The Observatory, a mobile artist studio in Lymington saltmarshes designed by Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios in 2015 – detail of wood-charred cladding that uses the Japanese method of wood preservation and strengthening (shou sugi ban)

Soft edgeland, Keyhaven Marshes

From bottom left:

Moorings, Keyhaven Lake

Hard edgeland, Keyhaven Marshes



[image: Three sections include a stone wall with a square target painted on it, a sack filled with gravel and a rounded metal panel fixed on a textured surface.]

From top left:

Marker: Hurst Castle, an artillery fort established by Henry VIII by the western mouth of the Solent

Bag of blanks, Hurst Castle

Embrasure, Hurst Castle
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DORSET

NOVEMBER 2015
DAY 030–037 | 00779–01,001KM | 222KM


Thick sea mist envelops the trees in the wonderfully named Chewton Bunny, a chine that marks the border of Dorset and Hampshire and an old smuggling route. I clamber down the narrow ravine to arrive at the seafront at Mudeford, which is mirrored by a neat row of pastel beach huts where a silent couple read the Telegraph with mugs of tea, a golden Labrador at their side.

On the way to Poole, I peer in through the window of a Sandbanks estate agent. I’m shocked to discover that properties here are in the £1–7 million price range. Walking through the area is an underwhelming experience as the main virtue of each property seems to be its size. With their high gates adorned with CCTV and numerous Beware of the Dog and security company notices peppered about, I’m reminded of a damp version of Los Angeles.

Soon after leaving Poole Harbour for the Isle of Purbeck, I reach Fort Henry, a Second World War bunker overlooking Studland Bay. Here, the Allied commanders watched a full-scale rehearsal for the invasion of occupied Europe in 1944. Today, surrounded by woodland, the bunker aesthetic seems more Inca or James Turrell than military.

Near Fort Henry, the clifftops rise above the dramatic chalk sea stacks of Old Harry Rocks, marking the start of the Jurassic Coast and the much more rugged landscape of the South West Coast Path. A man dressed in a ranger uniform further along the path calls out, ‘Excuse me! There must be about thirty guillemots on that ledge down there; thought you might be interested, certainly made my day!’

That evening, as the sun dips below the horizon, I enter Lulworth Ranges. The notice states they’re open to the public until 8 a.m. tomorrow before closing for another week. I have to trust they will keep to schedule. The moonlight is strong enough to cast a shadow, and I use a torch primarily to be seen. To my right, signs warn of Danger Unexploded Shells. To my left, it’s Danger Unstable Cliffs. The Plough, bright in the sky, marks my direction while the black water below the cliffs undulates like mercury in total silence. Distant automatic gunfire breaks the stillness. The sea glistens from the moonlight as I go up and down the black humpbacked hills before finally leaving the firing ranges and descending into Lulworth with a sigh of relief and aching knees three hours after sunset.

The following night I enter Weymouth past a floodlit skatepark where sliding figures move back and forth in the half-pipe like a pendulum. Green lasers fan out from lamps along the whole Georgian frontage. They come from an installation called Light Veils by artists Vong Phaophanit and Claire Oboussier. The arrangement changes every few minutes, and the overall effect is elevating and beautiful.

On my last day in Dorset, I loop around Portland and follow Chesil Beach until the cliffs rise assertively ahead. Climbing these coastal hills in the mizzle, I’m transported to the rugged landscapes of Wales or the Lake District, where sheep sit in the mist Sphinx-like while cows munch the lush grass audibly. The mud is particularly sticky here, clinging to my boots like a stubborn adversary, and I must stop regularly to peel an inch of clay off my soles. Below my feet, velvet orange mushrooms poke out of the grass, a vibrant contrast to the recently fallen cliff edge where the coast path has fallen down into the sea. A few hours later, I’m standing panting on top of Golden Cap: at 191 metres, the highest point on the south coast. Despite the mist, I can see right into Devon, a breathtaking view that makes the challenging climb all the more rewarding.

[image: A view of hilly farmland stretches into the distance. A footpath cuts across the foreground with a few scattered buildings in the background.]

St Catherine’s Chapel from Linton Hill, Abbotsbury



[image: A wide shelter with slanted roofing stands above a walkway. Smaller frames show architectural vents and a beach fence with a decorative metal design.]

From top left:

Bournemouth Pier

Fort Henry, a Second World War observation bunker, Studland

Canford Cliffs Beach, Poole



[image: A tall cliff stands near the water, surrounded by smaller views including trees in autumn, a church spire, a family on a promenade and a coastal sunset.]

Clockwise from top left:

Hartland Moor, Purbeck

Wytch Farm, the largest onshore oil field in Western Europe, Purbeck

Rempstone Heath, Purbeck

Chalk stack at Old Harry Rocks, Studland

Bournemouth from Warren Hill

Labrador and beach huts, Mudeford



[image: A rocky path leads into the sea under a sky with soft gradients. The water reflects the light and along the edge of the rocks.]

Peveril Point at dawn with the Isle of Wight on the horizon, Swanage



[image: Three segments show a rugged coastline with steep cliffs and a curving beach, a vertical cliff face and a dense forest with branches and foliage.]

From top left:

Durdle Door, Dungy Head and beyond to St Aldhelm’s Head

Vertical chalk and flint strata, Bat’s Head

Duality: Ringstead



[image: A laser-like art installation crosses the sky above a beach. Other parts of the collage include a pier lined with posts and a cliff face by the shore.]

From top left:

Light Veils, permanent laser installation, Weymouth

Portland Young Offenders Institution

Blacknor Cliffs, Portland



[image: A collage includes a weathered stone marker, an engraved wooden post, layered coastal cliffs, a hilltop tower and a slender pole set in fog.]

Clockwise from top left:

Trig point pillar, Golden Cap, at 191 metres the highest point on the south coast

Lovestruck: Eype Mouth

Worbarrow Tout from Bindon Hill

East Cliff, West Bay

Thorncombe Beacon

Clavell Tower, a Tuscan-style folly built in 1830
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SOUTH DEVON

DECEMBER 2015–FEBRUARY 2016
DAY 038–052 | 01,001–01,352KM | 351KM


My trek into Devon starts at a deserted Charmouth Beach in Dorset, where waves break in quick succession, threatening and insistent. A red smear above the horizon hints at the verge of dawn. From afar, the cliffs of Black Ven, famous for the marine fossils discovered by the nineteenth-century palaeontologist Mary Anning, appear like a stack of coal – on closer inspection, it’s a very dark, glistening clay, and the whole thing looks like it may slide into the sea at any moment. In parts, the mud oozes down the cliffs like black custard.

Devon, the first rural county on the journey with two non-contiguous coastlines, is made up of hilly landscapes, coastal cliffs and the high moorlands of Dartmoor – the largest open space in southern England and the source of many rivers I will ford or walk around. Here in the south, it faces the English Channel, where I’ll walk along 724 kilometres of the Cornish coast before becoming reacquainted with Devon in the north, when it faces the Bristol Channel.

My pace quickens as I walk along the shore at Charmouth, energised by the realisation that I’ve covered 1,000 kilometres since London. It may be just a number, but it makes me feel the huge distance ahead isn’t unfathomable – I just have to do what I’ve already done a few more times! I write ‘1,000’ in the sand to celebrate as the sun rises, bathing the beach in a peachy glowing light





[image: Large cliffs stand beside water. The layered rock faces are illuminated, with ridges running parallel to the coastline.]













[image: A collage includes textures of rocks, bark and leaves, a beach scene with distant hills and rippling seaweed underwater.]










[image: Three segments show a beach curving along cliffs, a close-up of a tangled rope on pebbles and a detailed facade of a building.]







[image: Waves crash against a sea wall as a person walks past. Other sections include a flooded area with birds, power lines and buildings along a river.]









[image: A collage includes an aerial view of seaside structures, three tall buildings, a palm tree, a coastal path, cliffs and a ship’s mast.]












[image: Six frames feature a hillside with grazing animals, an eroded shoreline, a view of rainfall over the sea, tree bark, leafless branches and farmland.]










[image: A sweeping sandy beach curves along the coast. Cliffs and houses stand above the water and the sea reaches the shore in soft waves.]




[image: Six views include rocky cliffs by the sea, a beehive on a wall, stone cottages, door details, layered rooftops and a close-up of rusted machinery.]












[image: A grid of nine scenes includes ploughed fields, tidal channels, a thatched house, a boat with peeling paint, castle ruins and a single marker on dry branches.]















[image: A collage includes a large arched bridge marked with location names, thick mooring ropes and a docked naval vessel surrounded by cranes.]
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A selection of camping spots made during ‘The Perimeter’ between March 2016 to September 2020, from Trevose Head in Cornwall to Stanford-le-Hope Marshes in Essex
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